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As people of African descent arrived in or moved to
the burgeoning cities, they established uniquely
urban cultures. In rural areas, many black towns

were established during Reconstruction, where blacks
expressed their environmental and commercial values and
traditions. Historic and continuing influences of African
origins are evident on both the urban and rural landscape.
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Since the era of independence
from colonial rule in African
nations and the civil rights

movements in the United States,
Africans and African-Americans have
engaged in developing new identities
through the integration of culture in the
design of contemporary societies. This
paper examines the impact of cultural,
historical, and traditional African 
architecture on historical and contem-
porary design practices. Traditional
architectural forms from Africa are 
presented to illustrate significant 
elements of the style, its applications,
and implications on contemporary
design practices in African and African-
American communities.

Traditional African
Architecture

Traditional African architecture varies from simple
rectangular dwellings in clay, to round houses,
tents, sophisticated tombs, obelisks, palaces, 
pyramids, and monumental structures built by peo-
ples of varying cultures all over Africa. A diversity of
building forms existed in traditional African soci-
eties, and most of them built highly ornamented
structures. The Tassili cave paintings illustrate early
forms of human communities in the Sahara desert
in Africa. These cave paintings convey information
about life in the Sahara region before the rivers and
lakes of the desert began to dry, forcing people to
move closer to the Nile. Some contemporary histo-
rians have stressed the influences of Saharan art
and engravings on ancient Egyptian art. Some of
these scholars believe ancient Egyptian art bor-
rowed heavily from Saharan art, which preceded,

then ran parallel to the Egyptian form. Cave paint-
ings were not restricted only to this area. Some
have been found in South Africa, predating those in
the Sahara.(1)

Early Innovations of
African Craftsmanship 

An early innovative example of African craftsman-
ship is the Ethiopian Monarchy�s Obelisk at Aksum
(B. C. 300�A. D. 300), which highlights techniques
of building freestanding masonry structures. The
Obelisk at Aksum was 108 feet tall, with false
doors, windows, columns, and wall treatments that
had horizontal timber reinforcements and outward
projecting wooden stumps. Today, an obelisk still
stands in Rome, approximately 25 meters high, the
second largest built by the ancient Akumites. It was
looted on the orders of Mussolini, and taken to Italy
in 1937.(2) In addition, the Meroetic pyramids
(North Cemetery at Meroe, B. C. 250�A. D. 350) in
Sudan show early craftsmanship in building royal
tombs and structures. 

Other early illustrations of innovative building
techniques are the grand castles and great stone
monuments of Zimbabwe. Timbuktu, Mali, and
Benin were some medieval empires of West Africa
that built exorbitant structures. Denyer noted �the
ancient city of Benin, the capital of the Benin
Empire was an urban center when the Portuguese
arrived in Benin around 1500.�(3) Historians have
stated they found a city that was a nautical mile
long from gate to gate; the inhabitants were pros-
perous and experienced in metalworking.(4) The
empire was later burned down and looted by the
British invaders. Today, the looted artifacts from
these nations can be found in museums throughout
the western world.(5) Despite these precedents,
many historical surveys in architecture stop 
primarily at Egyptian civilization, ignoring the 
civilizations south of the Sahara.



Traditional African
Architectural Styles  

Some authors have classified traditional
African architecture as tents; Sudanese
style; Impluvium style; Hill style;
Beehive; Ghorfas; Kasbahs; and, under-
ground structures.(6) Hunters, gatherers,
and pastoralists who needed structures
that could be dismantled and transport-
ed usually used tent structures. The
Tuaregs in West Africa utilized these
structures during the trans-Saharan
trade. They were based on a framework
of hoops covered by mats. The average
family could pack its house and their
entire belongings on the back of a camel
or a donkey. The Masai were pastoral-
ists living in northern Tanzania and
southern Kenya, their houses were semi
portable, and made out of wooden
frames which were often transported on
the back of animals. The Fulanis, who
are distributed throughout West Africa,
took their cattle around over large dis-
tances, moving from one settlement to
another, and utilizing materials available
on the site to construct their tents.

Sudanese style was generally a vari-
ety of rectangular adobe buildings with
courtyards, found mostly in West Africa
in areas where Islam was dominant. The
style has often been attributed to Islamic
influence. However, excavation at
Nteresso in Northern Ghana reveal the
remains of rectangular planning, and the
fact that Fulanis, Nupes, and
Khassonkes�other convertees to
Islam�did not build in Sudanese style
also suggested the style predated Islam.
Several characteristics of the style are
courtyard plans, flat or dome-shaped
vaulted roofs, parapets pierced with 
gutter pipes or channels. Walls were
constructed of mud bricks set in mortar
and mud roofs supported by palm frond
joist. 

Impluvium style was houses with four
buildings facing one another in a court-
yard, with gabled roofs. Examples are
found among the Benin, Yoruba, Asante,
and Ibo peoples of West Africa. Yoruba
palaces for kings were larger versions of
the Impluvium style. The Yorubas had a
monarchy system that considered the
King�s Palace as sacred. The Palace
consisted of hundreds of courtyards,
with several buildings facing each other
in the courtyards. In the palaces, elabo-
rately carved columns supported gabled
roofs along the courtyard perimeters.
Dwelling units were also built on a court-
yard plan, with four rectangular units
facing each other in a courtyard. 

The largest palace in the Oyo Empire
was twice the size of a sports field. Each
of the courtyards was reserved for 
special functions. The largest used for
public assemblies or dancing at festi-
vals, while smaller ones were used for
the King�s private activities. Some of the
courtyards were paved with quartz 
pebbles and potsherds.(7) Today, the
largest palace is in Owo, Southwestern
Nigeria and covers 44 hectares (4,400
acres).

Archaeological and ethnographical
studies indicate that traditional Yoruba
towns comprised several compounds,
and each compound consisted of hous-
es built around a series of open court-
yards of different sizes, which usually
contained pots to collect water from
rooftop. Yoruba cities were roughly circu-
lar in shape, and surrounded by some
kind of defensive wall. The afin (King�s
palace) was an intricate labyrinth of
rooms and courtyards, often decorated
with sculpted doors, walls, and columns.
Andah noted �family and compound con-
tinue as it were from all sides of the
palace and merge into one another.�(8) 

This feature of continuity is reflected
in the opening lines of the poems in the
Yoruba divinatory system of Ifa. One

such  poem reads: �build a house
around you Ifa, so you can build a
house around me, so you can let chil-
dren surround me, so you let money 
surround me.� The architectural forms of
the city are interlocked within a well-
defined concentric town plan. Yoruba
architecture is an organization of dis-
parate units into an interlocking whole.
The compound design expresses an
architecture of intimacy and encourages
the success of the extended family.

The Asantes, found in present-day
Ghana, constructed their buildings
based on a courtyard system, with a
central courtyard usually joining four
buildings; the fourth one was usually
closed off. The courtyard was used as a
meeting space, children�s play area, and
a place for food preparation. Windows
ornamented in gold, silver inlay, and
applied finish demonstrated the wealth
of the Asantes. The Asantes were gov-
erned by a monarchy system, and his-
torical surveys found the King�s Palace
located in the center of the town over-
looking a central playground for children. 

The palace consisted of several
buildings surrounding a number of court-
yards, typical in many West African
palaces. The walls were well decorated
with symbolic ornamentation, and the
main entrance of the palace led to a
court 200 yards long. The roof structures
of the palace buildings itself were 
primarily of gabled form. The Asantes
also built royal mausoleums for their
kings that contained several rooms that
housed their remains. The link between
the living and the dead made these
mausoleums uniquely celebrated 
buildings. 

Hill style houses were usually found
in hilly settlements around Africa, and
their main features were stone terracing
and round buildings, with diameters less
than their heights. 
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Beehive styles were built of stepped
thatch, houses were usually round plan
and often dome shaped. Pliable material
like reeds, grass, leaves, woven mats,
and animal skins were often used.

Ghorfas were multi-story, barrel-
vaulted stone storage chambers, con-
structed with stone, sun baked brick, or
furnaced baked bricks. 

Kasbahs were ten or more stories
high structures built out of packed clay
and air-dried bricks. They were usually
built to house families of one ancestral
origin. They evolved out of defensive
necessities, and have often been
referred to as forts built in indigenous
Moroccan styles. 

Underground structures were com-
monly rectangular or circular in plan with
roof structures supported by branches
and rafters covered by earth.

Traditional African architecture can-
not be examined without examining
African decorative arts since both are
closely related in African societies.
Some of the decorative arts of Africa
include symbols, patterns, motifs, dress,
fabrics, hairstyles, body decoration,
metal work, carving, pottery, basketry,
beadwork, wall decoration, etc. Ola
Balogun noted �African artistic genius
was strongly asserted in the decorative
embellishment of the built environment.
Varying decorative patterns could be
found sculpted or painted on walls and
wooden doors, which ranged from 
figurative designs to complex abstract
patterns which revealed an exquisite
balance of form, color, and shading.
Painting was carried out as an extension
of architecture than an independent
medium.�(9) 

Calvin Douglas of the Brooklyn
Museum of Arts noted �Artistic expres-
sion is not the luxury to African peoples
that is has become to the west. It is con-
sidered a natural and necessary way of
giving meaning to phases of a person�s

life and enhancing his work. This tradi-
tion continues in independent African
countries today, where cultural dances
and attires are used in political festivals.
In addition, if the vitality of a culture can
be measured in terms of its ability to
produce art and enlarge its conception
of human life, it is not difficult to under-
stand why so many black people in the
U[nited] S[tates] today look to Africa as
their cultural source�.(10) 

Traditional African
Forms and Decorative
Arts in Seventeenth &
Eighteenth Century
America

The contribution of African-Americans in
historic America has often gone unac-
knowledged. Vlach noted �[T]he material
achievements of blacks are generally
assumed to have been negligible, if not
non-existent. Yet, now and again, dili-
gent scholarship brings to light an Afro-
American tradition in basketry, ironwork,
pottery and other crafts. The mortar and
pestle, dug out canoes of Chesapeake
region and banjo are African influences
in American landscape.�(11) The African-
American shotgun house has been
noted to have its roots in African archi-
tecture. New Orleans is considered the
center of shotgun housing development
in the United States. Shotgun houses
are usually one room wide and several
rooms long with a gable roof 
facing the main street. Towns of south-
ern Haiti have houses similar to the
shotgun houses in Louisiana. The hous-
es were also one room wide and one
story high with their gables facing the
main road. Historians have linked the
occurrence of shotgun houses in Haiti
and Louisiana to trade links and 
immigration. 

Vlach noted the �architectural links
between Port-au-Prince and New

Orleans cannot be denied. All the
nonessential details that are associated
with the shotgun in Haiti are also associ-
ated with the shotgun in Louisiana,
although not always to same degree. It
is evident that the concept of Shotgun
houses was imported from Haiti.�(12)
The Haitian shotgun had its roots in
Yoruba, West Africa. Vlach noted that
�Yoruba and Yoruba related peoples
were brought to Haiti in the first days of
slavery in sufficient numbers to preserve
many traits of their African culture�.(13)
The basic Yoruba house form consists of
a two-room linear building, the first room
is the parlor/kitchen and the second a
bedroom. Impluvium style houses, men-
tioned earlier, are a multiplication of this
basic unit, and the roofs were also gable
in form.

Post-Colonial African
Spaces

Since the era of independence from
colonial rule in the 1960s, there has
been a cultural revival in many African
nations. Current design practices incor-
porate elements from traditional Africa in
contemporary spaces. Contemporary
African architecture is deeply rooted in
Mazuri�s �triple heritage,� which presents
African history as comprised of three
principal influences: indigenous, west-
ern, and Islamic. Western influences
began with the Greeks in B. C. 333,
continuing through Roman settlement in
B. C. 146, and Europeans in mid four-
teenth century. Portuguese constructed
medieval fortress architecture, the
English built gothic forts, Victorian style
houses, and English cottages. The
Dutch erected Victorian style houses,
and Brazilian style houses were built by
free men and women, returned to Africa
after the abolition of slave trade.
International styles buildings were
designed by African who went abroad to
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study, and expatriate architects who
practiced in many African nations, after
independence from colonial rule.(14) 

Islamic influences were more pre-
dominant in North Africa, because of its
strategic location (Egypt fell to Arabs in
A. D. 641).  Trade contact with people
east of the Indian Ocean, from China
and Arabia, facilitated Islamic influences
in this area. The West African Trans-
Saharan trade gave Islam a route to
West Africa. Structures were made out
of coral limestone, flat roofs, domes,
gables, and vaults. Many West African
mosques had West African features. The

Djenne Mosque in Mali is an example of
a mosque built out of adobe in
Sudanese style architecture. 

Today, several architects are striving
to recapture elements from traditional
African architecture lost since colonial
rule. Nigerian architect Demas Nwoko�s
Catholic Church in Ibadan, Nigeria,
designed in the late seventies, is one
example. The church was designed for
the Dominican Order in the Catholic
Church, which takes a vow of simplicity.
(Figure 1) African forms are integrated in
the design, through the use of natural
materials; the concrete masonry unit
wall is left plain and unfinished, the
steeple on the roof is roughly fashioned,
and the walkway around the perimeter
of the church is finished in cobbled
stone. A pond around the perimeter of
the church relates to the Yoruba�s appre-
ciation of natural forms. The building is
modeled on the traditional West African
hut style, and the sanctuary radiates
around the altar, serving as a central
focus, similar to palaces and shrines in
traditional African societies. 

Another of Nwoko�s designs the cul-
tural center in Ibadan, Nigeria sits on a
hilly site in Ibadan, serving as a cultural
landmark.(Figure 2) Natural materials
are utilized to recall traditional architec-
tural forms, the relationship with nature,
and the Yoruba�s appreciation for natural
forms. The articulated exterior walls
appear to be telling a story similar to
forms utilized in traditional societies.

Another example is the Oduduwa
hall, at Obafemi Awolowo University, 
Ile-Ife, Nigeria.(Figure 3) This amphithe-
ater was designed by Sharon and
Sharon, from 1969-1972. Ile-Ife is
regarded in Yoruba mythology as the
cradle of civilization. The building form
mimics the bronze heads carved in tradi-
tional African societies. Landscaping the
base plane is used to express the impor-
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Figure 1. Dominican Catholic Church,
Ibadan, Nigeria.

Figure 2. Cultural Center, Ibadan,
Nigeria.

Figure 3. Oduduwa Hall, Ile-Ife, Nigeria.

Figure 4. Saint Mary's, Houston, Texas.

Figure 5. Saint Benedict the African,
Chicago, IL

Figure 6. Entertainment Space: Larry
Levy.
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tance of nature, and the murals on the
building walls are elements from tradi-
tional Yoruba geometry, which appear to
be telling a story similar to traditional
environments. 

Twentieth Century
African American
Spaces

African-American communities are
engaged in cultural revival through
spaces, which integrate culture-based
issues. Saint Mary�s Catholic Church,
Houston, Texas, designed by the
African-American firm of Archi-technics/3
approaches culture-based issues
through form, materials, and artifacts.
(Figure 4) The final design incorporates
a �parti,� based on interlocking circles. A
gathering space with a baptismal font in
form of the Goree Island provides a tran-
sition from the outside to inside, which
the priest interprets as being synony-
mous with the passage from slavery to
freedom. 

Another example, Saint Benedict the
African, was built in a Chicago neighbor-
hood of African Americans in 1990.
(Figure 5) The building committee and
architects, Belli & Belli, while concerned
about representing the community�s her-
itage were also concerned with creating
a place that would uplift the spirit. A
concept of interlocking circles, based
upon traditional West African compound
dwellings, was represented by multiples
of circular forms interlocking each other.
African form is again reinforced through
the materials of the sanctuary ceiling of
wood decking, semi-circular seating
plan, and trees planted below grade
along the interior walls. 

Other renowned examples are
Robert Mills� winning entry for the
Washington Monument Competition,
which is modeled after the African
Obelisk from Ethiopia (15); William

Stanley�s Ebenezer Baptist Church in
Atlanta, which uses African forms (16);
and Jack Travis in his cultural interpreta-
tion for Wesley Snipes.(17) 

Summary

The impacts of traditional African archi-
tecture on African and African-American
spaces are numerous. The most recur-
ring elements today include building
forms based on the traditional African
hut, gathering spaces, natural forms,
courtyards, carved doors and columns,
ironmongery, interlocking forms, and
rectilinear planning. Developing an
Afrocentric architecture that recalls
African traditional architecture is not an
easy task; the process requires not only
a consideration of building form but cul-
tural meaning, and a design process
that empowers the community through
building communities. Other prominent
concepts begin with the building forms
inspired by styles deeply rooted in
African culture and materials. Surface
articulation and space delineation are
some other design elements. The major
challenges today lie in integrating 
pre-colonial and post-colonial Africa
spaces to create a unique Afrocentric
architectural style. 
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